C. U. M. SMITH, The problem of life. An essay in the origins of biological thought, London, Macmillan, 1976, 8vo, pp. xxiv, 343, illus., £10.00. Man's attempts to explain the phenomenon of life is the central theme of this book, and it is pursued from Miletus of the sixth century B.C. to the present day, with a terminal chapter on the concept of the mind. The author is concerned with the history of the investigation of the perpetual enigma so that it is set in perspective. At the same time, this fundamental question lies at the centre of biology so that the book, although the story of a quest, is also an account of the evolution of biology. An explanation for life is the most difficult of all problems to depict, for it concerns not only the biologist, but also the philosopher, the theologian, the physicist and the poet, amongst others. To relate this momentous theme successfully the author must, therefore, be widely read and informed. Dr. Smith proves to be just this, and his book is intended for the non-biologist as well as for the scientist.
The result is an excellent work, well written and documented, and with a valuable bibliography intended to lead the enquiring reader specifically to the primary sources, which Dr. Smith rightly maintains must be read in order to communicate directly with the authors. As intended, the book's contents unfold like a plot, within the frame of a continuous narrative and although, predictably, an answer is not forthcoming, the reader is at least acquainted with the major attempts to provide one and is made more aware of the dimensions of the problem. Dr. Smith ends his 'Introduction' by neatly summarizing the present situation: life is a physicochemical mechanism, and at the same time it is ". . . the experience of intention and purposeful activity, of sadness and joy" (p. xxiv). His book can be warmly recommended and deserves wide attention. 335
